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father, we remember, had been an official of this order.) The
Knights, who had just been crushingly defeated by the burghers
of Danzig, had work for a surgeon. But Paracelsus did not stay
long with them. Adventure called when the Russian Grand
Duke, Basil, invited Western physicians, astrologers, architects,
and humanists to bring culture to his court. Paracelsus gladly
joined the caravan of adventurers, charlatans, humanists, and
scientists to Moscow. Almost immediately, however, the Tartars
raided the new Russian state, pillaged Moscow, and removed
the foreign scholars to their capital.
Medieval chivalry, or his medical skill, assured the prisoner a
lenient captivity. He had leisure to study the customs of the
tribesmen and in particular the magic rites of their medicine
men, the shamans. Some have conjectured that from them he
learned techniques of healing through faith and suggestion; or
even that he was initiated into secret shaman practices. No
evidence supports such fantasies. The only document extant
from that period discloses a more prosaic concern. Traversing
the Ukraine, Paracelsus was plagued by vermin. A lice powder,
concocted by him, is described in his works.6
In 1521 a Tartar prince took Paracelsus along with him on a
diplomatic mission to Constantinople. There he allegedly met
the magus who gave him the Philosopher's Stone. The kernel of
truth in this legend may be that Paracelsus acquired from the
magus the recipe for his much vaunted laudanum drug, prob-
ably an opiate.
Once in the Orient, it was natural for Paracelsus to visit the
Holy Land, but he did not stay long. On he went to Alexandria,
home of alchemy and occult heresies. He made an excursion
up the Nile River, along the Venetian trade road, "wandering
in the sweat of my brow" and frightened by "monsters so fearful
you would jump right back into your mother's womb" (a croco-
dile, a hippopotamus?).7